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“It Takes a Village to Raise a Child”: The Role of 
Social Capital in Promoting Academic Success for 
African American Men at a Black College
Robert Palmer  Marybeth Gasman
Historically Black colleges and universities 
(HBCUs) were created to provide educational 
opportunities for African Americans when other 
higher education venues restricted their partici­
pation. HBCUs are credited with nurturing and 
producing leaders who embraced W. E. B. 
Du Bois’s concept of the “Talented Tenth,” and 
exhibiting fortitude in advancing social equality 
for all. Over the years, as legalized segregation 
was overturned and efforts were made to expand 
opportunities for African Americans, some have 
questioned the continuing need for HBCUs. A 
study of 11 African American men attending a
public, urban HBCU, indicated that the univer­
sity’s rich supply of social capital (a direct conse­
quence of its mission and history) makes it a
unique fixture in the landscape of higher educa­
tion, one whose special features have not been 
replicated by historically White institutions.
	
Historically	 Black	 colleges	 and	 universities	
(HBCUs)	 have	 served	 an	 important	 role	 in	
promoting	 access	 to	 higher	 education	 for	
African	 Americans	 when	 other	 venues	 were	
closed	 to	 them.	 During	 their	 inception,	
HBCUs	 were	 far	 from	 equal	 in	 terms	 of	




&	 Doermann,	 2004).	 Despite	 the	 lack	 of	
resources,	 HBCUs	 have	 a	 rich	 legacy	 of	
producing	 charismatic	 leaders	 (for	 example,	
W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois,	Martin	Luther	King,	 Jr.,	
Thurgood	 Marshall,	 Ella	 Baker,	 Barbara	
Jordan,	and	Stokely	Carmichael)	who	valiantly	
advocated	for	societal	change	for	all	and	served	






access	 to	 Historically	 White	 Institutions	
(HWIs),	HBCUs	have	seen	their	enrollments	
drop	drastically.	At	present,	they	enroll	16%	
of	 African	 Americans	 at	 the	 undergraduate	
level	 (Provasnik,	 Shafer,	 &	 Snyder,	 2004).	
Furthermore,	as	governmental	constituencies	
seek	 to	 eradicate	 de	 jure	 segregation	 by	
promoting	student	integration	and	eliminating	
program	duplication	(i.e.,	Adams v. Richardson,	
1973;	 United States v. Fordice, 1992),	 some	
scholars	 fear	 that	 HBCUs	 may	 disappear	
(Blake,	 1991;	 Brown	 &	 Davis,	 2001;	 Days,	
1992;	Stefkovich	&	Leas,	1994).
	 The	 significance	 of	 HBCUs	 cannot	 be	
understated.	 At	 present,	 these	 institutions	
award	nearly	one-fifth	of	all	bachelor	degrees	
to	African	Americans.	HBCUs	also	award	20%	
of	 all	 first	 professional	 degrees	 (Hoffman,	
Liagas,	&	Snyder,	2003).	According	to	Allen	
(1992),	these	enrollment	and	degree	statistics	
are	 significant,	 especially	given	 that	HBCUs	
represent	only	3%	of	the	nation’s	institutions	
of	 higher	 learning.	 Furthermore,	 despite	
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limited	 resources,	HBCUs	manage	 to	 create	
an	environment	in	which	African	Americans	
are	educated	regardless	of	academic	prepara-
tion,	 test	 scores,	 socioeconomic	 status,	 or	
environmental	circumstances	(Allen	&	Jewell,	
2002;	 Kim,	 2002;	 Kim	 &	 Conrad,	 2006).	
Scholars	 argue	 that	 HBCUs	 are	 necessary	
because	 of	 their	 ability	 to	 educate	 many	
African	 American	 students	 who	 otherwise	
would	not	be	able	to	study	at	the	college	level	
(Berger	 &	 Milem,	 2000;	 Brown	 &	 Davis,	
2001;	Brown	et	 al.,	2001;	Drewry	&	Doer-
mann,	 2004;	 Freeman	 &	 Cohen,	 2001;	
Roebuck	&	Murty,	1993).	 In	 this	 study,	we	
draw	from	a	qualitative	study	conducted	with	









for	 African	 Americans.	 From	 approximately	
1865	until	the	1960s,	the	majority	of	African	
Americans	who	went	to	college	attended	these	
colleges	 and	 universities,	 which	 helped	 to	
promote	 their	 social	 equality	 and	 social	
mobility.	These	 universities	 have	 nurtured	
strong,	courageous	leaders	who	helped	to	usher	




attending	 HBCUs,	 prompted	 by	 several	
governmental	initiatives	(i.e.,	Brown v. Board 
of Education,	1954;	Adams v. Richardson, 1973;	
The Civil Rights Act of 1964;	and	the	imple-
mentation	of	the	federal	aid	program).	Whereas	
previously	a	critical	mass	of	African	Americans	
attended	 HBCUs,	 by	 1973	 three	 fourths	 of	
African	 Americans	 were	 attending	 HWIs	
(Allen	 &	 Jewell,	 2002;	 Brown	 et	 al.,	 2001;	
Green,	2001;	Moore,	2001).
	 Despite	 the	 decline	 in	 the	 number	 of	
African	American	students	attending	HBCUs,	
researchers	have	consistently	argued	that	Black	








1992;	 Fleming,	 1984;	 Fries-Britt	 &	Turner;	
Harper,	 Carini,	 Bridges,	 &	 Hayek,	 2004;	
Pascarella	&	Terenzini,	2005).
	 Research	 has	 also	 shown	 that	 African	
American	students	on	Black	campuses	exhibit	
positive	 psychosocial	 adjustments,	 cultural	
awareness,	 and	 increased	 confidence	 (Allen,	
1992;	 Fleming,	 1984;	 Fries-Britt	 &	Turner,	
2002).	 African	 American	 students	 perform	
well	academically,	even	though	some	students	
enter	college	with	academic	deficiencies	and	





that	 these	 institutions	 aid	 the	 growth	 and	
development	 of	 African	 American	 males.	
According	to	Fleming	(1984):
Males	in	Black	colleges	exhibit	the	happiest	
adjustment	 to	 college	 life	 that	 can	 be	
found.	 Despite	 some	 ambivalence	 sur-
rounding	their	interactions	with	teachers,	
their	experience	is	more	strongly	charac-
terized	 by	 absorption	 with	 role	 models,	
greater	satisfaction,	and	positive	outcomes	
from	 the	 educational	 experience,	 and	
gains	 in	 assertiveness	 of	 self-expressions	
and	in	dealing	with	others.	(p.	168)
Fleming	(1984)	also	explained	that	intellectual	
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development	 is	 more	 positive	 for	 African	
Americans	 in	Black	 colleges.	These	 students	
experience	more	contact	with	faculty,	experi-
ence	greater	 satisfaction	with	their	academic	
lives,	 and	 exhibit	 higher	 career	 aspirations.	
According	 to	 Fleming	 (1976),	 HBCUs	 are	
known	for	admitting	students	who	are	under-
equipped	 for	 college	 level	 work,	 improving	
their	 academic	 deficiencies,	 and	 graduating	





1976—having	 a	 value-added	 impact	 for	
students	 attending	 Black	 colleges.	That	 is,	
students	receive	both	a	secondary	and	college	
education.	Research	also	has	indicated	that	the	
HBCU	 experience	 propels	 more	 African	









American	 graduates	 in	 mathematics	 and	
statistics.	And	the	12	top	producers	of	African	
American	 graduates	 in	 the	 physical	 sciences	






complete	 medical	 school	 and	 pass	 board	






HBCUs	 improve	 the	 social	 and	 academic	
experience	 of	 African	 American	 students,	
researchers	have	found	that	African	American	




&	 Reason,	 2005;	Tinto,	 1987).	 Kimbrough	
and	Harper	(2006)	asserted	that	“with	much	
of	the	national	attention	being	placed	on	issues	
facing	 African	 American	 students	 at	 pre-
dominantly	White	institutions	.	.	.	the	quality	
of	 life	 at	 HBCUs	 for	 African	 American	
students—especially	African	American	men—
has	 gone	 virtually	 unnoticed”	 (p.	 190).	




cans	 attending	 HWIs	 in	 comparison	 to	
HBCUs.	 However,	 many	 of	 these	 studies	












of	 11	 academically	 underprepared	 African	
American	men	who	entered	 a	public,	urban	
HBCU,	in	a	mid-Atlantic	state	and	were	able	
to	 graduate	 in	 spite	 of	 their	 disadvantaged	
status.	One	of	the	salient	factors	that	emerged	
from	 this	 study	 is	 the	 abundance	 of	 social	
capital	 at	 this	 HBCU	 and	 its	 impact	 on	
fostering	 academic	 success.	The	 goal	 of	 this	
paper	 is	 to	 illuminate	the	many	examples	of	
January/February 2008 ◆ vol 49 no 1	 55









the	 size	 of	 their	 network	 as	 well	 as	 their	
economic	and	cultural	standing.	Importantly,	
Bourdieu	viewed	social	capital	as	a	mechanism	
of	 control	 that	 the	 ruling	 classes	 use	 to	







of	 a	 variety	 of	 entities,	 embedded	 in	 social	
structures,	which	make	possible	the	achievement	
of	certain	goals	not	plausible	in	the	absence	of	
such	 social	 structures.	 Coleman’s	 conceptu-








a	 social	network	of	 actors	 and	organization”	











relations	 and	 networks	 that	 Black	 colleges	
construct	 into	 tangible	 and	 meaningful	
resources	are	known	as	social	capital”	(p.	41).	
In	other	words,	the	phenomenon	that	Bourdieu	
(1973,	 1976)	 and	 others	 have	 discussed	 in	
theory	 is	 actualized	 in	 the	 Black	 college	
setting.
	 Though	 researchers	 (Farmer-Hinton	 &	
Adams,	 2006;	 Perna	 &	Titus,	 2005;	 Smith,	




community	 (e.g.	 mentors,	 peers,	 and	 coun-




Davis’s	 (2001)	 delineation	 of	 social	 capital,	
which	 espouses	 the	 social	 networking	 and	
supportive	 relationships	 that	 exists	 at	 Black	
colleges,	 to	 draw	 on	 examples	 of	 the	 social	
capital	 that	 permeates	 the	 Black	 college	
campus	 and	 their	 impact	 on	 supporting	
academic	achievement	 for	African	American	
men.
MethodoLoGy and data 
CoLLeCtion
We	conducted	this	study	at	a	public,	doctoral	
research	 intensive	 HBCU	 in	 a	 mid-Atlantic	
state.	According	to	the	Office	of	Institutional	
Research	 (OIR)	 at	 this	 university,	 approxi-
mately	6,000	undergraduate	and	400	graduate	
students	 were	 enrolled	 when	 data	 were	 col-
lected.	With	regard	to	the	freshmen	class,	the	
average	high	school	grade	point	average	(GPA)	
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this	 study	 because	 we	 sought	 to	 understand	
the	social	experiences	of	African	American	men	




As	 such,	 our	 epistemological	 approach	 was	




	 Participants	 for	 this	 study	 consisted	 of	
African	 American	 male	 juniors	 and	 seniors	
who	entered	a	public	HBCU	through	its	pre-
college	program	and	persisted	to	graduation.	




admission	to	 the	university.	Students	 in	 this	
study	 participated	 in	 this	 6-week	 intensive	













e-mailed	 the	 73	 potential	 students	 a	 poster	
about	the	study	and	asked	them	to	contact	us	
if	 they	 were	 interested	 in	 participating.	We	
later	followed	the	e-mail	with	a	letter	to	their	
on-campus	 and	 home	 residences.	 As	 an	
incentive,	we	offered	participants	 a	$20	gift	
certificate.	We	 also	 sought	 the	 help	 of	 staff	






gain	 the	 confidence	 of	 our	 participants	





displayed	 an	 interest	 in	 participating	 in	 the	
study.	With	snowball	sampling	and	help	from	
university	 administrators,	 we	 recruited	 11	
African	 American	 men	 to	 participate.	The	
average	student	involved	was	21	years	of	age,	
majored	 in	 business,	 had	 earned	 93	 credits,	
and	 had	 earned	 a	 2.7	 GPA.	 Participants’	
fathers’	occupations	included	a	teacher,	lawyer,	
police	 officer,	 minister,	 and	 maintenance	
worker,	 and	 their	 educational	 attainment	
ranged	 from	 a	 GED	 to	 professional	 and	
graduate	school.	Participants’	mothers’	occu-
pations	 included	 a	 pediatrician,	 minister,	
congressional	representative,	daycare	worker,	
and	 United	 States	 Postal	 Service	 worker.	
Participants’	mothers’	educational	attainment	




from	 a	 two-parent	 household.	 Most	 of	 the	
participants	planned	to	further	their	education	
beyond	their	baccalaureate	degrees.	Specifically,	






interviews	 were	 completed	 within	 6	 weeks.	
Prior	to	beginning	the	interviews,	participants	
signed	 a	 consent	 form,	 completed	 a	 brief	
demographic	 form	 and	 a	 short	 open-ended	
questionnaire	 to	 help	 us	 understand	 factors	
January/February 2008 ◆ vol 49 no 1	 57





tracked	 the	 participants’	 academic	 progress	
since	 their	matriculation	 into	 the	university.	
During	 these	 interviews,	 we	 engaged	 parti-
cipants	 about	 their	 academic	 and	 social	
experiences	 at	 the	 university.	 We	 placed	








conducted	 follow-up	 phone	 interviews	 with	
participants	 to	 clarify	 issues	 that	 emerged.	
We	audio	 taped	 and	 transcribed	 all	 of	 the	
interviews.
data analyses and Reporting
We	used	constant	comparative	analysis	on	field	
notes,	observations,	and	interview	transcripts.	
According	 to	 Jones	 et	 al.	 (2006),	 constant	
comparative	analysis	engages	the	researcher	in	
a	process	of	collecting	and	analyzing	the	data	
simultaneously	 at	 “all	 stages	 of	 the	 data	



















Merriam	 (1998)	 to	 ensure	 credibility	 of	 the	
study.	For	example,	we	provided	thick	descrip-
tion	in	the	article	so	that	others	interested	can	
draw	 their	 own	 conclusions	 from	 the	 data.	
Moreover,	providing	thick	description	enables	
the	 reader	 to	 vicariously	 experience	 the	
participants’	challenges	at	the	university	and	
the	 strategies	 they	 employed	 to	 surmount	
them.
	 We	also	returned	the	transcribed	interviews	
to	 all	 participants	 so	 they	 could	 check	 for	
accuracy	and	clarity	in	the	information	from	




own	 interpretations	 of	 the	 themes	 from	 the	
















on	 retention	 and	 persistence	 for	 African	
American	men	 attending	Black	 colleges	 and	
universities.
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findinGs
The	 data	 from	 this	 study	 contribute	 to	 the	
literature	by	examining	manifestations	of	social	
capital	 and	 their	 impact	 on	 success	 for	
academically	 unprepared	 African	 American	
men	 attending	 an	 HBCU.	The	 participants	
indicated	 that	 professors	 and	 administrators	
were	accessible	and	displayed	a	willingness	to	
form	supportive	 relationships	with	 students.	
These	 relationships	 encouraged	 persistence	

















relationships	 with	 faculty.	 Next,	 we	 explain	
participants’	 reflections	 of	 campus	 admini-
strators.	 Then,	 we	 describe	 participants’	
relationships	 with	 people	 they	 regarded	 as	
mentors	 and	 role	 models.	 In	 addition,	 we	





faculty Relationships: displaying 
empathy and support
Participants	 commented	 on	 the	 linkage	 of	
helpful	and	encouraging	faculty	to	academic	
success.	Faculty	 supported	 these	 students	by	
displaying	concern,	not	only	for	their	academic	




the	 importance	 of	 building	 rapport	 with	





All	 of	 my	 teachers	 know	 me	 on	 a	 first	
name	basis.	I’m	able	to	make	that	relation-
ship	 with	 them,	 and	 they	 know	 if	 I’m	
trying	or	if	I’m	not,	or	you	know,	they	just	
know	me	personally,	so	I’ve	been	able	to	
make	 that	 relationship	with	 them,	 so	 it	
kind	of	helps	me	out.
James	also	explained	that	some	of	his	African	
American	 professors	 try	 to	 maximize	 his	
potential	because	they	realize	that	he	is	capable	
of	excelling	academically.

















tell	 myself,	 “[If	 I	 had]	 gone	 to	 another	
university,	 would	 I	 have	 gotten	 this	
experience?”	I	hear	people	say	bad	things	
about	the	[university]	to	me;	it	doesn’t	get	
January/February 2008 ◆ vol 49 no 1	 59
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any	better	than	this.	The	faculty	really	has	
just	cared	beyond	caring,	you	know.	These	
are	 people	 with	 doctoral	 degrees,	 “Like	
why	are	you	even	talking	to	me?	Like	what	





for	 an	extra	hour,	 and	 it’s	 just	 amazing.	
I	never	 knew	 people	 [could]	 be	 that	






Knowing	 the	 professors	 there,	 [one	
professor]	has	really	stepped	in.	.	.	.	You	
can	 email	 [him].	You	can	call	him.	You	
can	 knock	 on	 his	 door.	 He’s	 open	 and	





	 Many	 of	 the	 participants	 conveyed	 that	
faculty	 took	a	genuine	 interest	 in	getting	 to	
know	 them	 and	 building	 relationships	 with	
them.	They	 developed	 an	 interest	 in	 the	
students’	 academic	 and	 personal	 lives	 and	
made	 attempts	 to	 relate	 to	 the	 students’	 life	
situations.	This	 approach	 strengthened	 the	





home,”	 which	 is	 additional	 evidence	 of	 the	
care	 and	 concern	 faculty	 display	 for	 their	
students.
Especially	 for	 the	people	 that	 .	 .	 .	don’t	
live	here	.	.	.	you	might	not	always	have	










an	 essay	 talking	 about	 something	 that	
happened	 in	 the	 past.	 I	 wrote	 a	 essay	












out-of-state	 students	 felt	 a	part	 of	 the	 insti-
tutional	fabric	of	the	campus.	They	also	used	
empathy	to	foster	a	better	connection	with	the	
students,	 helping	 students	 to	 personally	
identify	 with	 faculty.	 Furthermore,	 students	
reported	that	African	American	professors	tried	
to	maximize	their	potential	because	they	knew	
that	 the	 students	 possessed	 the	 capability,	
desire,	and	motivation	to	achieve.
Going above and Beyond the Call of 
duty: supportive administrators and 
academic success
Participants	 commented	 that	 administrators	
are	 another	 vital	 component	 of	 the	 support	




they	work	here	 because	 they’re	 so	 kind,	
and	 so	generous.	 .	 .	 .	You	become	on	 a	
first	name	basis	with	people	because	they	
60	 Journal of College Student Development
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just	 take	 you	 under	 their	 wing	 as	 a	
freshman	and	they	show	you	that	[there’s]	
more	 to	 school	 than	 doing	 well.	 If	 you	
have	 a	 bad	 semester,	 if	 you	 have	 a	 bad	
class,	[they	say],	“Come	talk	to	us.	We’ll	
work	 these	 things	out	 for	you	and	we’ll	
try	 to	 help	 you.”	 The	 whole	 honors	
department	 .	 .	 .	 really	 care	 about	 their	
students	and	care	about	their	work,	and	
you	begin	 to	 really	 care	 so	much	 about	
these	people	.	.	.	if	you	do	not	do	well,	it	
will	 not	 only	 hurt	 you,	 but	 it	 will	 hurt	
them.	You	become	more	concerned	about	
not	 hurting	 them	 that	 you	 try	 so	 hard.	
Those	things	helped	me,	having	admini-
strators	 that	 actually	 care.	 .	 .	 .	Like	Dr.	
Howard,	her	door	is	always	open.	I	asked	
the	lady	one	day	“When	do	you	get	any	




	 Lawrence,	 a	 sociology	 major,	 concurred	
with	Anderson’s	 assertion	of	 the	 importance	
of	supportive	administrators.	“You	know	the	
administrators	 and	 staff—they	 all	 got	 open	
arms,	so	they’re	willing	to	mentor	you	without	












telling	 you	what	 you	want	 to	hear,	more	 so	
telling	you	things	that	can	really	impact	your	
life,	 making	 it	 comfortable	 here.”	 Students	
commented	that	some	administrators,	much	
like	 faculty,	 took	 a	 personal	 interest	 in	 the	
students	and	were	supportive.	These	admini-
strators	 adopted	 an	 “open	 door	 policy”	 and	





“My Brothers’ keeper”: Relying on 
Peers for Motivation and 
encouragement
In	 addition	 to	 faculty	 and	 administration,	
numerous	 participants	 explained	 that	 their	
peer	 groups	 significantly	 influence	 their	
academic	 achievement.	 James	 indicated	 he	
strives	to	create	a	community	of	peers	who	are	
motivated,	 persistent,	 and	 work	 diligently	










If	 I	 didn’t	 surround	 myself	 with	 people	
who	 are	 hardworking,	 intelligent	 and	








	 Anderson	 commented	 on	 the	 positive	
impact	peers	had	on	his	academic	achievement.	
Specifically,	 he	 explained	 that	 peer	 pressure	
enhanced	his	motivation	and	desire	to	perform	
well:
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sound	very	elementary	but	it’s	true.	I	don’t	
care	how	old	you	get,	it’s	very	true.	I	was	
indirectly	 pressured	 into	 doing	 well	
through	others.








them	 to	 succeed	 academically.	 For	 example,	
Simmons,	 a	 business	 major,	 explained	 that	
sometimes	 you	 have	 to	 act	 as	 a	 figure	 of	
authority	to	peers	to	ensure	that	they	do	not	
lose	their	focus.	Specifically,	he	said,
One	 of	 my	 good	 friends	 he	 had	 a	 0.7	
[GPA].	.	.	.	As	friends	.	.	.	if	somebody	is	
down,	 we	 have	 to	 bring	 them	 up	 by	
talking	 to	 them,	 encouraging	 them	 .	 .	 .	
making	 sure	 that	 they	 are	 doing	 their	
work.	Even	though	they	might	be	of	age,	
you	 still	have	 to	 [be	 a	 father	figure	 and	
say],	“Did	you	do	your	work?	.	.	.	Did	you	
do	homework?	Do	you	have	homework?”




















myself	 even	 farther,	 ’cause	 they	 all	have	
personal	 achievements,	 and	 it’s	 not	 a	
competition	thing.	It’s	all	about	uplifting	
one	 another,	 and	 pretty	 much	 have	 all	
your	goals	set,	one	day	at	a	time	when	you	
look	 to	 the	 future	 5	 years	 from	 now,	










in	 school	 ’cause	 a	 lot	 of	 people,	 they	
commit	suicide	and	’cause	of	stress,	’cause	
nobody	 loves	 them.	 I	didn’t	 realize	how	
important	friends	are.	.	.	.	Even	though	I	
got	 brothers	 and	 sisters	 .	 .	 .	 friends	 are	





peers	provide	 a	 rich	 source	of	 social	 capital.	




friends	 encouraged	 their	 persistence	 by	
displaying	concern	for	their	academic	success,	
motivating	 them	 to	 persist,	 and	 acting	 as	
authority	figures.
Role Models and Mentors: using 
wisdom, dedication, and experience 




mentors	 emerged	 as	 a	 significant	 factor	 to	
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support	 academic	 success.	 James	 noted	 that	










gender,	 ethnicity,	 educational	 background,	
socio-economic	 status)	 with	 the	 successful	
person	 can	 foster	 a	 sense	 of	 self-efficacy.	
Recalling	 a	 visit	 by	Dancy,	 an	 alumnus	 and	
successful	lawyer,	Anderson	explained,
I	think	it’s	.	.	.	a	male	seeing	another	male	
doing	 something	 that	 he	 wants	 to	 do.	
Dancy	is	[on]	the	university	council,	and	
he	came	down	to	my	[residence	hall]	one	






















down.	 Personally,	 I	 think	 a	 lot	 of	 what	
keeps	 us	 down,	 is	 ourselves.	 But	 the	
















have	 a	 wonderful	 relationship.	 He	 con-





Again,	 it’s	 just	 a	 continual	 process	 of	
motivation.






	 Participants	 identified	 a	 relationship	
between	mentoring	and	persistence.	Access	to	




if	 mentoring	 wasn’t	 there,	 I	 think	 I’d	






let	 my	 mentor	 read	 it,	 and	 .	 .	 .	 [he]	
thought	it	was	okay,	but	when	I	explained	
to	.	.	.	[him]	how	.	.	.	she	wanted	me	to	
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	 Robert	 agreed	 that	 mentoring	 had	 a	
significant	 impact	 on	 academic	 success.	 He	
encouraged	young	students	to	form	a	mentor-
ship	 with	 someone	 older.	This	 mentorship	
would	 positively	 enhance	 students’	 success	
because	they	would	have	access	to	an	experi-
enced	person	to	help	them	navigate	the	rough	






just	 hip-hop,	 but	 about	 growing	 up,	
dealing	with	women,	dealing	with	living	
on	your	own,	because	when	you	grow	and	
you	 move	 out	 on	 your	 own,	 it’s	 hard,	
especially	if	you’re	from	a	different	state.	





the	 young	 they	have	 strength.”	The	old	
are	wise	because	they	know	the	way,	but	
the	 young,	 they’re	 good	 because	 they’re	
strong.	 I	mean	 it’s	 all	 about	 connecting	
with	 Black	 men	 who	 know	 the	 way	
already.
And,	Walter	 emphasized	 the	 centrality	 of	 a	
mentor	to	academic	success:
I	know	one	of	the	most	important	things,	
I’ve	 probably	 said	 this	 about	 a	 billion	
times	already,	is	to	get	a	mentor.	You	must	








and	 start	 setting	 goals	 for	 yourself,	 and	




	 Like	 peers,	 mentors	 and	 role	 models	





supportive Campus Community and 
success
Many	participants	described	their	university’s	
environments	 as	 supportive	 and	 caring.	
Anderson	noted	that	it	is	hard	to	identify	one	
factor	at	this	HBCU	that	has	enabled	him	to	
succeed.	 He	 credited	 all	 of	 the	 university	
personnel	 (i.e.,	 faculty,	 administration,	 and	
staff )	 for	 providing	 a	 source	 of	 support,	
motivation,	 and	 words	 of	 encouragement.	
Specifically,	he	said,



































	 James	 mentioned	 that	 social	 support	
systems	at	the	university	helped	him	to	raise	
his	 GPA:	 “The	 social	 aspect	 is	 completely	
different	 at	 Black	 colleges,	 which	 I’m	 very	










[a]	 number.	 But	 here,	 it’s	 more	 .	 .	 .	
personal,	 it’s	more	 relationship-building	
.	.	.	 it’s	 very	 easy	 for	 you	 to	 go	 to	 your	
teacher	 and	 be	 like,	 “Listen	 I’m	 not	











really	 glad	 that	 I	 didn’t	 because	 I’m	 so	
thankful	 that	 I’m	 in	 these	 small	 classes,	
and	my	teachers	know	me	on	a	first	and	
last	name	basis.	That	I	can	easily	call	them	





the	 positive	 effect	 of	 the	 [university’s]	 racial	
homogeneity.	Specifically,	they	explained	that	
having	access	to	a	cadre	of	African	American	
students	who	 are	motivated	 and	 focused	on	
attaining	 their	 baccalaureate	 degrees	 affects	
their	motivation	to	succeed.	Simmons	articu-
lated,	“It’s	like	most	of	the	African	American	
males	 here	 are	 like	 we’re	 striving	 for	 one	












who	 [are]	 motivated	 [and]	 driven	 for	
success.
Lawrence	added,
It	 makes	 you	 want	 to	 do	 better,	 ’cause	
you’re	at	an	institution	with	a	majority	of	
your	 race,	 and	 you	 don’t	 want	 to	 be	 a	













it’s	 what	 you	 learned	 from	 where	 you	
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The	 findings	 from	 this	 study	 are	 consistent	
with	those	of	researchers	who	have	characterized	
HBCUs	as	 supportive	and	nurturing	(Allen,	
1987,	 1991,	 1992;	 Berger	 &	 Milem,	 2000;	
Fleming,	1984;	Fries-Britt	&	Turner,	2002).	
Brown	and	Davis	(2001)	noted	that	HBCUs	




the	 adage	 that	 “it	 takes	 a	 village	 to	 raise	 a	
child.”	The	 participants	 indicated	 that	 pro-
fessors	and	administrators	were	accessible	and	
displayed	 a	 willingness	 to	 form	 supportive	
relationships	with	students.	These	relationships	
encouraged	 persistence	 because	 the	 students	
realized	 that	 professors	 and	 administrators	
cared	about	them	and	their	success	at	the	uni-
versity.	Faculty	and	administrators	mentored	
and	 served	 as	 role	 models	 to	 many	 of	 the	
students.	They	also	directed	and	encouraged	
student	 participation	 in	 student	 support	



















Tatum,	 1997;	Tinto,	 1987;	 Watson	 et	 al.,	
2002).	 Conversely,	 some	 researchers	 have	
argued	 that	 students	 have	 close,	 supportive	
relationships	with	 faculty	at	HBCUs	 (Allen,	







student	 act	 as	 an	 extended	 family”	 (p.	 44).	
Guiffrida	(2005)	noted	that	faculty,	like	those	
at	the	university	in	this	study,	who	do	not	limit	





males	 in	 this	 study	 mirror	 Allen’s	 (1992)	
assessment	of	HBCUs.	He	asserted	that	“Black	
universities	provide	positive	social	and	psycho-
logical	 environments	 for	 African	 American	
students	that	compare	to	those	experienced	by	
White	 students	 who	 attend	 [a]	White	 Uni-
versity”	(p.	40)	and	explained	that	the	social	
aspects	 encompass	 networks	 of	 peers,	 social	




ownership	 of	 the	 campus.	 Green	 (2000)	
explained,	 “The	 collegiate	 experience	 for	
African	 Americans	 at	 HBCUs	 is	 a	 cathartic	
one,	 in	 that	 it	 is	 a	 nurturing	 environment;	
faculty	members	at	HBCUs	discern	student’s	
difficulties	 and	 offer	 to	 them	 the	 social,	
cultural,	and	psychological	support”	to	achieve	
and	thrive	academically	(p.	16).
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	 The	 link	 between	 peer	 interaction	 and	




&	Terenzini,	 2005;	Thomas	 2000).	 Davis,	
Jenkins,	 Hunt,	 and	 Page	 (2002),	 authors	 of	
The Pact,	attributed	their	cohesive	relationships	
with	 each	 other	 as	 helping	 to	 successfully	
navigate	medical	and	dental	school.	Further-
more	Astin	(1993)	stated,	“Student	interaction	





and	 affective	 domains	 is	 the	 student’s	 peer	
group.	 Additionally,	 research	 from	Thomas	
suggested,	“Those	students	with	a	proportion	
of	 ties	 to	 their	 peer	 group	 perform	 better	
academically	 and	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 persist”	




network	 for	 students	 to	 access	 for	 support,	
encouragement, 	 and	 motivation.	 The	
participants’	peers	provided	them	with	a	rich	
source	 of	 social	 capital,	 which	 positively	
enhanced	 their	 academic	 performance	 and	
success.
	 Additionally,	in	this	study	we	found	that	
accessibility	 to	 mentors	 and	 role	 models	 is	
related	 to	 academic	 success.	This	 finding	 is	
consistent	with	current	literature	(Craig,	2006; 








(b)	The	 Student	 African	 American	 Brother-
hood,	(c)	The	Black	Male	Initiative,	(d)	The	




















HBCUs	 serve	 as	 important	 promoters	 of	
African	 American	 social	 mobility.	Though	
fraught	 with	 economic	 inequalities	 in	 com-
parison	to	their	HWI	counterparts,	they	can	
be	 credited	 with	 nurturing	 the	 academic	
talents	and	potential	of	their	students,	many	
of	 whom	 have	 made	 great	 contributions	 to	
society.	These	 11	 participants	 attending	 an	
HBCU	have	described	 an	 environment	 that	
was	supportive,	encouraging,	and	nurturing,	




that	HBCUs	 are	purveyors	 of	 social	 capital.	
The	 participants	 emphasized	 that	 these	
relationships	were	not	limited	to	student	affairs	
practitioners.	Rather,	the	relationships	encom-
passed	 the	 entire	 university	 community,	
including	professors,	administrators,	staff,	and	
peers.	Faculty	went	beyond	their	formal	roles	
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to	build	a	sense	of	connection	with	students;	
they	 listened,	 supported,	 demonstrated	 em-
pathy,	and	displayed	a	concern	 for	 students’	





their	 fellow	 students	 to	 persist	 by	 staying	
focused	on	their	goals	and	completing	assign-
ments	in	a	timely	manner.	Some	participants	
commented	 that	 the	 university	 created	 a	
family-like	 environment	 that	 nourished	 stu-
dents’	talent	and	developed	their	potential.
	 As	 the	 results	 from	 this	 study	 were	
predicated	on	research	from	one	Black	college,	




only	 put	 into	 practice	 Brown	 and	 Davis’s	
(2001)	supposition	that	HBCUs	must	continue	
to	be	studied	for	their	contribution	to	higher	
education,	but	 also	 it	might	provide	 further	
evidence	that	these	institutions	are	still	signi-
ficant	in	the	landscape	of	higher	education.
ReCoMMendations and  
iMPLiCations foR institutionaL 
PoLiCy and PRaCtiCe
Several	 implications	 for	 policy	 and	 practice	
can	 be	 derived	 from	 this	 study.	 From	 a	
practitioner	perspective,	universities,	regardless	
of	institutional	type,	should	note	the	impor-
tance	 of	 the	 university	 community	 working	
collectively	 to	 support	 students’	 academic	
success	at	Black	colleges.	This	article	demon-
strates	 that	success	 in	college	does	not	 lie	 in	
the	hand	of	any	one	person;	rather,	the	entire	
university	 community	 is	 responsible	 for	
deploying	social	capital	in	a	way	that	promotes	
student	persistence	and	retention.	College	and	
university	 administrators	 should	 consider	
urging	faculty	to	move	beyond	their	prescribed	
roles	 of	 teaching	 and	 research	 to	 establish	
meaningful	relationships	with	their	students.	
Faculty	 should	 consider	 collaborating	 with	
student	affairs	practitioners	to	explore	creative	
ways	that	they	can	work	in	tandem	to	enhance	
student	 success.	 To	 encourage	 faculty	 to	
become	more	supportive	of	students,	univer-
sities	should	place	more	emphasis	on	student	
advising	 and	 mentoring	 in	 the	 criteria	 for	
tenure.	 Specifically,	 universities	 and	 colleges	
should	contemplate	 implementing	programs	
to	 encourage	 faculty	 to	 serve	 as	 mentors	 to	
students,	 particularly	 students	 who	 are	 at	
risk,	as	 they	 may	 need	 more	 support	 and	
guidance.
	 Furthermore,	 college	 and	 universities	
should	 encourage	 administrators	 and	 other	
personnel	of	the	institution	to	go	beyond	their	
prescribed	roles	to	support	students’	success.	
These	 individuals	 can	 support,	 encourage,	
guide,	 mentor,	 and	 serve	 as	 role	 models	 to	










student	 affairs	 practitioners,	 especially	 those	
who	 operate	 within	 academic	 departments,	
should	also	advocate	for	faculty’s	employment	
of	 collaborative	 learning	 approaches,	 which	
would	give	students	an	opportunity	to	increase	
their	peer	network	and	support	circles.
Correspondence concerning this article should be 
addressed to Robert Palmer, 1531 Pentridge Road, 
Apartment 402A, Baltimore, MD 21239; Ship2westster@
gmail.com 
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